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Prisons in Cyprus: 

A dialogue between a photo ethnography project in 
northern Cyprus and a serendipitous ethnography 
project in southern Cyprus 


Key concepts : 

A Photo ethnography : The procedure of 
contextualizing a photo 

Serendipitous ethnography: Data from observations 
conducted during my five year experience in the 
educational programme of the Central prison of 
Cyprus. 

Situational Analysis: Method informed by feminist 
perspectives with the purpose of analysing a situation 



Briefing information's 


Prison in South 

• 1 Central Prison in Nicosia 

• Colonial Building, built in 
1894 

• Capacity : 700 prisoners 

• Female prisoners : 42 
women 


Prison in North 

• 1 Central prison in Kizilbash 
(industrial area of Nicosia) 

• After 1963 the first prison 
was situated in the Police 
Department but after a 
number of transfers a 
building was constructed in 
1982 

• Capacity: 400 prisoners 

• Female prisoners : nearly 20 




General Background 


Prisons counts with the present shape nearly 
300 years of history (Hostettler, 2009) 

Gender remains a central organizing principle 
of modern-day prisons; it is taken for granted 
that there are “men’s prisons” and “women’s 
prisons” 

The narrative of the prisons’ histories involves 
the development of consciousness and of 
ethical systems of a given period of time 



Men in prisons: more masculine 
Women in prisons: less feminine 

• There are fewer women in prisons and in 
asylums in general. 

• But since 2000 there is a 50% increase in the 
incarceration rate for women (world prison 
brief) 

• The feminist critique of criminologists focuses 
on the fact that crimes committed by women 
were related to biological or psychological 
factors. 

• According to Davis (2009) the similarity of 
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Race matters 


Foreigners, black people, Asians, Arabs, 
Muslims make up a large percentage of the 
prisoners. 

“If you come from a country without embassy 
in Cyprus then you are in a very bad 
condition” Ethiopian prisoner, 32 years old 






Sexuality and intimacy before and 

after identity politics 

Prison sexual practices trouble our 
understandings about sexual and gender 
identities (Kunzel , 2008) 

“I pay a guy from India for massage, he has 
gentle hands and a Cypriot wouldn't accept to 
do that even for money” (Cypriot prisoner, 52 
years old) 

“I was the woman and she was the man. Of 
course the fact that she was openly lesbian 
help me because it was important to have 

cnmpnnp tn nrnt^rt mp*” Pnm^ni^n \A/nmp*n 



Epistemic and Functional failures 


Discussions about the failure of prisons as a 
reformation system have existed since their 
establishment (Foucault, 1984, Fassin, 2003) 
Number of returnees, high rates of suicides 
Consumption of psychiatric medication 
The un-reflected assumption about a strong 
relationship between mental illness and 
criminality 

Marginalization of ex-prisoners 



“when I listen to criminologists speak, I laugh 
they would never understand that to become 
a criminal is not an event but a procedure”, 
Cypriot prisoner, 53 years old 



Epistemic blind spots 


Prisons are isolated from the research 
community especially the fields of social 
theory, sociology, political theories, gender 
studies ((Reiter, 2014, Liebling, 1999, 
Thompson, 2010) 

Clinical Psychology, psychiatry and criminology 
on the other hand have access to the prison 
system which contributes to the formation 
and maintenance of solidified and pathological 
prisoners’ identities 
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